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Biotribology deals with all aspects of tribology concerned with biological systems. It is one of the most exciting and rapidly growing areas of
tribology. It is recognised as one of the most important considerations in many biological systems as to the understanding of how our natural
systems work as well as how diseases are developed and how medical interventions should be applied. Tribological studies associated with biological
systems are reviewed in this paper. A brief history, classiﬁcation as well as current focuses on biotribology research are analysed according to typical
papers from selected journals and presentations from a number of important conferences in this area. Progress in joint tribology, skin tribology and
oral tribology as well as other representative biological systems is presented. Some remarks are drawn and prospects are discussed.
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The word “biotribology” was ﬁrstly used and deﬁned by
Dowson in 1970 as “those aspects of tribology concerned with
biological systems” [1]. However, many investigations and
practices were reported on friction, wear and lubrication
of bio-systems long before the concept of biotribology was
introduced.
Currently, biotribology is one of the most exciting and rapidly
growing areas of tribology. The range of research activities is
immense and spans many scientiﬁc ﬁelds. Biotribology has beener of counts (a) and number of citations (b) in the last 20 years,
on 7 February, 2015.one of the most studied and active research areas in the ﬁeld of
tribology. The aim of this paper is to review the current status of
biotribology research and highlight future directions. Three
speciﬁc examples of biotribology research are considered; joint,
skin and dental, while other areas are brieﬂy discussed.
There are a great number of papers on biotribology in
various journals. A simple search on Web of Science (searched
on 7 Feb 2015), using topic (TS) as (BIOTRIBOLOn OR
BIO-TRIBOLOn) and including all years, shows that the total
counts amounted to 422 and the number of counts has
increased signiﬁcantly since 1996 (Fig. 1a). Of course itsearched on Web of Science, using topic (TS) as (BIOTRIBOLO* or BIO-
Table 2
Topics and number of presentations from two international conferences on
Biotribology (ICoBT 2011 and 2013).
Number of
presentations
ICoBT 2011
Number of
presentations
ICoBT 2013
Joint tribology 47 48
Skin tribology 26 13
Oral tribology 10 11
Tribology of the other human
bodies or tissues
18 11
Medical Devices 4 2
Animal Tribology 0 4
Others: review, etc 10 16
Total number of oral
presentations
115 105
Z.R. Zhou, Z.M. Jin / Biosurface and Biotribology 1 (2015) 3–24 5should be pointed out that the actual number of counts should
be much greater than 422 since there are many other studies
where alternative subject names are used. The number of
citations has also steadily increased as shown in Fig. 1b.
A number of useful review papers have been written on the
subject, for example [1] and others in the reference list, as well
as many special issues as discussed below.
Recently, several special issues on biotribology, oral and
dental tribology have been published in tribology journals
[2–4]. In addition, about 10 scientiﬁc books or edited volumes
such as Advance in Medical Tribology, Human Joints and
Their Artiﬁcial Replacements, Bioengineering of the Skin,
Biological Micro- and Nano-tribology, Dental Biotribology
have been written on this subject since the 1970s [5–10].
Many oral presentations and sessions on the topic of
biotribology have been made and organised at international
conferences. A number of international forums, workshops
and symposia have been held on biotribology or related to
biotribology. For example, in 1967, the symposium on
Lubrication and Wear in Living and Artiﬁcial Human Joints
was arranged and held in London by the Institution of
Mechanical Engineers in collaboration with the British Ortho-
paedic Association, which attracted over 160 delegates (The
Institution of Mechanical Engineers 1967) [11]. In 1996, a
report from a workshop on dental tribology by Lloyd et al. [12]
was published. Eighty delegates contributed to a valuable
discussion, the purpose of which was to bring together
tribologists, clinicians and dental material scientists to gather
to discuss the fundamental mechanisms of wear and how to
obtain manifestations and conduct measurements of wear in
dentistry [12]. After that, more and more symposia, forums,
and conference sessions have been organised. For instance, the
1st Vienna Symposium on Biomechanical Engineering was
organised during the 2nd World Congress on Tribology in
2001, the Symposium on Human-related Tribology during the
4th World Congress on Tribology in 2009. The skin tribology
stream at the Wear of Materials conference has been running
for many years. A number of International Biotribology
Forums were held too [13–18]. However, the meeting of the
largest scale was the International Conference on Biotribology
(ICoBT) held in London (UK, 2011) and in Toronto (Canada,
2014) [19,20]. A total of 175 and 163 abstracts on variousTable 1
Classiﬁcations of representative biotribology research and associated research focu
Classiﬁcation type Major investigations
Joint tribology Hip joint; knee joint; articular cartilage; joint
Skin tribology Skin friction-induced perception; skin care; s
devices, shoes, socks) for daily use, various m
and grip of objects; skin irritation and discom
Oral tribology Natural teeth; tongue; mandibular joints; sali
Tribology of the other human bodies
or tissues
Hairs; bone; cells; contact lenses; ocular surf
Medical devices Scalpel; operation forceps; urinary catherters
Animal tribology Gecko adhesion; animal locomotion; pangolin
beetle, butterﬂy's wing; seashell; snails; etc.
Plant tribology Lotus leaf; diatoms; etc.subjects such as joint tribology, skin tribology, oral tribology,
tribology of other human bodies or tissues, medical devices,
animal tribology were received from over 20 countries.
As more and more investigations are performed in this area, two
journals titled “Biosurface and Biotribology” and “Biotribology”
have just been launched recently in response to the requirement for
establishing an exchange platform for biotribologists.2. Classiﬁcations and focuses of current research
It seems difﬁcult to classify current investigations on bio-
tribology. However, the following categorisation may be
generally accepted according to different subjects or systems
from various conferences or journals. Table 1 shows typical,
representative keywords and areas within biotribology.
A brief investigation using a simple statistical analysis may
offer useful information through keywords searches from
various journals and conferences. The number of publications
on biotribology has increased as illustrated in Fig. 1a. The
United States, China, Japan, United Kingdom, and Germany
are the ﬁve countries with most publications. In addition,
research ﬁelds are expanding from human tribology to other
subjects.
Detailed analyses on the last two international conferences
on Biotribology ICoBTs (19–20) were carried out. The numberses.
ﬂuid; restorative materials of joints; implant interfaces; etc.
ynthetic skin; skin in contact with articles (such as tactile texture, shaving
edical as well as sport devices, medical and cosmetic treatment; skin friction
fort; etc.
va; implant teeth; toothpaste; swallow; dental restorative materials; etc.
aces; capillary blood ﬂow; etc.
; gastroscope, artiﬁcial cardiovascular system; medical gloves; etc.
scale; skin of ﬁsh and shark; feather of birds; water strider; earthworm; ants;
Z.R. Zhou, Z.M. Jin / Biosurface and Biotribology 1 (2015) 3–246of oral presentations vs. different topics was analysed, with an
attempt to be indicative of current research focuses as shown in
Table 2. It is clear from Table 2 that about 40% of abstracts
focused on joint tribology. This is consistent with the current
major focuses on joint systems. Presentations on skin and oral
tribology represented about 20% and 10%, respectively, and
are the other two important topics of biotribology. In addition,
there were some investigations on other human bodies or
tissues, such as hairs, bone, and contact lenses. Finally, some
studies on both medical devices and animals emerged from
presentations during these conferences.
3. Joint tribology
One of the most important functions of the human muscu-
loskeletal system (MSK) is the ability to move whilst we carry
out daily activities, which directly affects quality of life. One
of the key components in the MSK system is the synovial
joint, such as the hip and the knee. These natural joints are
remarkable bearings in engineering terms; to function in the
human body for a lifetime whilst transmitting large dynamic
loads and yet accommodating a wide range of movements.
However, diseases such as osteoarthritis, rheumatoid arthritis
and trauma sometimes require these natural bearings to be
replaced by artiﬁcial ones. Currently, well over 1 million joint
replacements are carried out every year world-wide [2].
Tribological principles play an important role in the under-
standing of how natural synovial joints operate and fail, as well
as how artiﬁcial joints should be designed.
Tribological studies of natural synovial joints and joint
replacements are usually carried out in terms of friction, wear
and lubrication, with speciﬁc considerations of the biological
natures of the joint system. Friction studies of the joint system
have been conducted to understand underlying tribological
mechanisms, while lubrication analysis and modelling is
usually performed to provide further insights. Wear study
is usually the most important, since it directly affects the life
of natural and replaced joints. However, wear studies are
generally time consuming and expensive, and therefore are
supplemented by friction and lubrication studies. Although
experimental approaches are usually adopted in the tribo-
logical studies of the joints, alternative analytical and compu-
tational approaches are equally important. Tribological studies
of natural synovial joints and artiﬁcial replacements should
integrate friction, wear and lubrication as well as both experi-
mental and computational approaches. Furthermore, the impor-
tance of biological considerations of the joints should be
recognised; for example, wear debris from joint implants may
cause adverse tissue reactions, and retrieval analysis of failed
joint implants may provide important guidance on the failure
mechanism.
3.1. Natural synovial joints
The natural synovial joints are examples of excellent
tribological systems. The bearing surfaces are articular carti-
lage, while the lubricant is synovial ﬂuid. Articular cartilage isgenerally described as biphasic; consisting of both solid (such
as collagen ﬁbres, and ground substance rich in proteoglycan)
and ﬂuid phases. These unique biphasic properties are impor-
tant considerations for the lubrication mechanisms in the
synovial joint. In addition, synovial ﬂuid has a number of
important constituents, such as hyaluronic acid and lubricin,
which are important for lubrication of the joints. The dynamic
mechanical environment of the load and speed are also
important considerations when the tribological mechanism is
considered.
Lubrication studies of synovial joints have been carried out
for well over three centuries, since the ﬁrst reference on the
subject was made in 1743 [21]. The concept of ﬂuid ﬁlm
lubrication was ﬁrstly proposed by Reynolds in 1886 [22].
Signiﬁcant attention to the lubrication mechanism in natural
synovial joints was received in the 1950–60s as a result of the
development of artiﬁcial joints. Since then many lubrication
theories have been proposed and developed, including
weeping, boosted, boundary, ﬂuid ﬁlm (elastohydrodynamic,
squeeze-ﬁlm, micro-elastohydrodynamic), biphasic etc. A
number of useful review papers have been written on this
subject [23–28]. It is not unreasonable to assume that a multi-
mode of lubrication mechanisms exists to accommodate the
wide range of loading and motion experienced in the natural
synovial joints [29].
One of the key lubrication mechanisms associated with
biphasic articular cartilage is the ﬂuid load support due to its
ﬂuid phase. Experimental studies have shown that frictional
coefﬁcient of a cartilage pin against a metallic counterface
increased as the loading time increased [30,31]. A simple ﬁnite
element analysis of the biphasic load support was conducted to
explain the frictional rise as the loading time increased [32].
A general theoretical analysis was presented on the ﬂuid load
support and the corresponding friction coefﬁcients [26]. It is
now generally accepted that ﬂuid inside articular cartilage is
squeezed out under loading and consequently lubricates the
cartilage surface. The ﬂuid squeezed out is a function of the
loading time and decreases as a result of the loading time
increases. This is consistent with the friction–loading time
relationship as observed experimentally. Other important
factors that affect the biphasic lubrication mechanism include
migrating contact area [33,34] and cartilage structure [35].
Current research in this area focuses on the development of
robust software that can handle the complicated contact
problems between biphasic cartilage surfaces [36,37], whole
joint models of the hip [38,39], and the knee [40,41], and
experimental validation [42,43].
The boundary lubrication mechanism of articular cartilage is
equally important. A number of important lubricating consti-
tuents have been identiﬁed, including high viscosity hyaluronic
acid, glycoprotein and lipid. The effect of hyaluronic acid
alone on the boundary lubrication of cartilage has been found
to be negligibly small [44]. More recent studies have focused
on speciﬁcally a surface-active mucinous glycoprotein, namely
lubricin and surface-active phospholipids (dipalmitoylphospha-
tidylcholine, DPPC). A number of studies have identiﬁed and
characterised the structure of lubricin in its relationship
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functions as molecular brushes [45]. The role of lipids in
lubricating both natural synovial joints and artiﬁcial replace-
ments has long been recognised by Hills and colleagues,
who hypothesised that a lamellar phospholipid adsorbed
to the articular surface contributes to joint lubrication [24].
Currently, there are still debates on the exact role of the
boundary lubricating constituents. It appears that a synergistic
combination of different constituents in synovial ﬂuid is
essential, as demonstrated in the experimental studies by
Schmidt et al. (2007) [46], Yarimitsu et al (2009) [47] and
Seror et al (2012) [48].
An alternative lubrication mechanism has also been pro-
posed for the lubrication of articular cartilage, based on the
observation of an amorphous surface layer on the cartilage
surfaces. Different names have been used to describe such a
lubrication mechanism, including gel layer, hydration layer or
brush layer lubrication. It is hypothesised that the chondroitin-
or keratin-sulphates composing the leaves of the proteoglycan
subunit are hydrated and thereby provide an effective lubricat-
ing layer. Seror et al (2012) [48] have also shown that it is
possible to create such a brush layer on an optically smooth
mica surface using hyaluronan/aggrecan complexes stabilised
by cartilage link protein and exceedingly low friction has been
measured.
Despite the signiﬁcant efforts, the current understanding of
lubrication mechanisms in synovial joints is still incomplete.
It is generally accepted that a mixed mode of lubrication
mechanisms operates in natural synovial joints [29].
3.2. Artiﬁcial replacements
Artiﬁcial joints are used to treat joint diseases such as
osteoarthritis and trauma. Friction, lubrication and wear studies
of artiﬁcial joints are important considerations to optimise the
performance of these man-made bearings to improve clinical
functions. Currently, the major clinical problem associated
with artiﬁcial joints is loosening of the prosthetic components,
mainly as a result of wear debris-induced adverse biological
reactions. Wear debris is largely generated at the articulating
surfaces as well as at the ﬁxation interfaces (either between
biomaterials such as the modular connection between prosthe-
tic components or between a biomaterial and bone). In
addition, metallic ions may be released as a result of corrosion.
All these may result in adverse biological reactions, potentially
leading to bone loss and osteolysis and pseudotumour.
Furthermore, artiﬁcial joints are implanted in patients by
surgeons, and therefore patient-speciﬁc variations of anatomy
and loading/motion and surgical techniques may well affect
how the joint implant functions in the body. It is important that
tribological studies be combined with biological and clinical
studies of artiﬁcial joints.
Different biomaterials have been developed in various
combinations to reduce wear and wear debris generation in
artiﬁcial joints. Currently, the majority of artiﬁcial joints utilise
a material combination of ultra high molecular weight poly-
ethylene (UHMWPE) against cobalt–chromium counterfacefor both the hip and the knee joint. The UHMWPE used
currently is generally highly cross-linked (either physically or
chemically) and the current effort is to improve its stability by
adding vitamin E and other anti-oxidant additives [49]. Other
material combinations for the hip joint include UHMWPE-on-
ceramic and ceramic-on-ceramic. Alumina has been mainly
used before, but more recently zirconia-toughened alumina has
been extensively introduced to improve toughness and wear
resistance, particularly under adverse edge contact conditions
[50]. Metal-on-metal bearings have also been used, but more
recent studies have shown variable success rates and therefore
have largely been abandoned at the present time [51]. Design
factors as well as surgical and patient variables can all
contribute to the failure of metal-on-metal hip implants.
A number of review papers have been written on the tribology
of different materials combinations for artiﬁcial hip joints
[23,52–58]. In addition to these clinically-used bearings, other
novel biomaterial combinations such as PEEK, ceramic-on-
metal and new ceramics materials are also being investigated.
A number of important factors have been recognised to
inﬂuence wear of artiﬁcial joints, including bearing materials
combinations, design and patients/surgical factors. Bearing
materials combinations have been shown to be the major
factor on the wear performance of artiﬁcial joints. Highly
cross-linked UHMWPE against a metallic or a ceramic
counterface has been shown to reduce wear volume between
60% and 80%, compared with conventional UHMWPE, in
laboratory and to a less extent in clinical retrieved prostheses.
The use of a ceramic counterface may reduce wear even
further due to the smoother surface and the more abrasive-
resistance, as compared with a metallic counterface. Ceramic-
on-ceramic combinations produce least wear among the
materials combinations currently used clinically, particularly
when the zirconia toughened alumina ceramics are used.
Metal-on-metal bearing surfaces can also produce low wear,
but only under an ideal lubrication condition when the contact
occurs primarily within the metallic cup. Under adverse
lubrication conditions such as when the cup is positioned too
vertically or under micro-separation and the edge contact
occurs at the metallic cup, signiﬁcantly high wear rates have
been reported. Since such a lubrication condition depends on
the implant design as well as the patient and the surgeon,
variable wear rates and success outcomes have been inevitably
reported clinically. This has led to the current withdrawal of
the majority of metal-on-metal implants from clinical use.
Implant designs also play an important role in the wear
of bearing surfaces. The most important design parameter in
the hip joint is the femoral head radius. Generally speaking,
a larger femoral head radius is more favourable in terms
of biomechanics, but can lead to an increase in the sliding
distance. Under boundary lubrication conditions such as in the
UHMWPE-on-metal combinations, such an increase results in
an increased wear volume. Another important design factor is
the conformity between the two articulating surfaces. For the
hip implant, the conformity mainly depends on the radial
clearance between the femoral head and the acetabular cup,
while for the knee implant, the radii of the femoral and tibial
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conformity is required to minimise the contact stress at the
bearing surfaces. However, more recent studies have shown
that too much conformation of contact surfaces may increase
contact area and consequently wear [59,60]. Wear of artiﬁcial
joints also depends signiﬁcantly on patients and surgical
factors. It is particularly challenging to address these factors
in tribological studies due to the patient-speciﬁc nature of the
loading and the motion, and the variability of both the patient
and the surgeon. Different loading and motion patterns can
produce different cross-shear motions, which directly affect
UHMWPE wear [61].
3.3. Future developments
Signiﬁcant progress has been made in the understanding of
the tribological mechanisms of the natural synovial joint and in
the application of these engineering principles to improve the
function of artiﬁcial joints. Currently, major efforts are still
devoted to minimising wear and to increasing the lifespan of
the prosthesis. An alternative approach is to delay joint
replacement by introducing early interventions such as carti-
lage repair and regeneration. All these mean that tribological
studies of both the natural synovial joints and artiﬁcial
replacements may even play an increased role in the future.
Different lubrication mechanisms have been proposed for
the natural synovial joints. A complete understanding of the
exact lubrication mechanism in these natural bearings still
eludes us. Although it is generally accepted that a mixed mode
of lubrication mechanisms operates under different conditions,
it remains necessary to quantify such speciﬁc conditions. It is
essential to model the full spectrum of the lubrication
mechanisms from boundary to full ﬂuid ﬁlm in the natural
synovial joints and identify conditions when a particular
mechanism would dominate. It remains challenging to incor-
porate the biphasic deformation of articular cartilage into the
lubrication modelling as well as the consideration of boundary
lubrication mechanism.
Early and conservative treatment to replace, repair or even
regenerate cartilage is a promising future development to treat
joint diseases. It is important to optimise the tribology
properties of biomaterials as well as to ensure that natural
cartilage is protected [62,63] and effective lubrication is
promoted [64]. All these tribological considerations should
be combined in conjunction with biological factors to promote
cartilage regeneration. The roles of tribological inputs and
stimulations in cartilage regeneration as well as the corre-
sponding tribological evaluation are both important. The
majority of current tissue engineering studies of articular
cartilage are approached mainly from biological and materials
perspectives. Although the principle of tissue engineering of
articular cartilage is well established, the mechanical and
tribological properties of tissue engineered cartilage are far
inferior, compared with the natural tissues [65]. Tribological
stimulations are increasingly identiﬁed as important considera-
tions in promoting cartilage regeneration [66,67]. Future
introductions of cartilage-preservation and regenerationtreatments require the developments of relevant pre-clinical
testing methods that should be able to consider the biological
natural of the system and a sufﬁciently long period of
testing time.
Although cartilage tissue engineering holds promise for the
future, current efforts should be devoted to optimising tribo-
logical performance and reducing wear in artiﬁcial joints.
Apart from developing more wear resistant materials, pre-
clinical testing of the implants is also important. Pre-clinical
testing should be robust, while at the same time, not too time-
consuming or costly. Pre-clinical testing should be able to
capture the major likelihood modes of implant failures and
improve current relevant standards [68]. Although the majority
of current pre-clinical testings are done experimentally in
laboratory, an alternative approach based on the computational
modelling may be complimentary, particularly for wear
modelling. Signiﬁcant progress has been made in the
development of wear modelling of artiﬁcial joints [69–72].
Computational modelling is also ideally suited for system
considerations where both the biomechanics and the tribology
of the joint may be considered in an integrated manner [73].
4. Skin tribology
Skin is the largest organ of the human body. It covers
between 1.6 and 2.0 m2 surface area of the human body in
adults and accounts for approximately 16% of a person's
weight [74]. It covers the whole body, protects all sorts of
tissues and organs in the body from the physical, chemical,
mechanical attacks and pathogenic microorganisms, and is one
of the body's ﬁrst lines of defence against the external
environment. In daily life, human skin can contact a variety
of materials due to labour, exercise, keeping warm, health and
beauty needs, which causes many skin friction problems. Thus,
the tribology of human skin is an interesting research topic
that has continuously attracted scientists to study over the
past years.
4.1. Friction behaviour of human skin
Human skin is a multilayered composite material composed
of epidermis, dermis and subcutis. It is a soft biomaterial with
a complex anatomical structure [75] and has a complex
material behaviour in mechanical contacts with objects and
surfaces. It exhibits highly non-homogeneous, nonlinear elas-
tic, anisotropic, viscoelastic material properties similar to those
of soft elastomers [76,77]. Therefore, Amontons’ empirical
rules for friction are not suitable for skin, and the theoretical
concepts for the friction of elastomers [78] have been applied
to human skin to describe its tribological behaviour [79]. The
concepts of the friction theory for elastomers [78] imply a two-
term (non-interacting) friction model, consisting of an adhe-
sion as well as a deformation component. According to
Dowson [79], under the dry skin condition, adhesion caused
by attractive surface forces at the skin material interface, as
well as deformation (hysteresis, ploughing) of the softer,
viscoelastic bulk skin tissue, contribute to the coefﬁcient of
Fig. 2. Important factors inﬂuencing the friction behaviour of human skin.
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the friction of human skin, whereas deformation mechanisms
are assumed to play a minor role [76,80]. In some studies,
several theoretical models, e.g. Hertz, Johnson–Kendall–
Roberts, Greenwood–Williamson were used to describe and
discuss the mechanical contact behaviour and friction mechan-
isms of skin [76,79–83]. Derler et al. indicated that the friction
behaviour of human skin was a system property determined by
material and surface properties of the skin itself, the contacting
material, as well as possible intermediate layers such as tempo-
rarily trapped or topically applied substances (e.g. cosmetic
products), or sweat and sebum naturally excreted from skin
into the tribo-interface [84]. It is generally acknowledged that
skin friction depends on the type (solid, soft, and ﬁbrous
material) and physical properties of contacting materials, as
well as on the physiological skin conditions (e.g. hydration
state, sebum level) and mechanical contact parameters, espe-
cially the normal load, i.e., contact pressure [84]. In addition,
sliding velocity, age, gender, ethnicity, and anatomical region
are also the inﬂuence factors [85–87]. The important factors,
which inﬂuence the friction behaviour of human skin, are
shown in Fig. 2. The following sections focus on the main
factors that inﬂuence skin friction behaviour.4.1.1. Surface properties of human skin
The surface topography of human skin is dependent on body
region, which leads to different roughness of human skin in
different anatomical areas. Some studies present the roughness
(average roughness, Ra) range of human skin from 10 to
200 μm. Here have been only very few studies that assess the
inﬂuence of skin topography on friction. Egawa et al. [88]
found in a single regression analysis that the volar forearm
friction coefﬁcient of females (20–51 years) did not correlate
signiﬁcantly with the surface roughness Ra of the skin
(correlation coefﬁcient, r¼0.23). In contract, the same authors
reported that surface roughness Ra signiﬁcantly improved the
predictability of the COF (by 1.5%), using multi-regression
analyses with skin moisture and roughness as independent
variables [88]. Nakajima and Narasaka [89] showed a correla-
tion between the density of primary lines (420 μm) and skin
friction; the lower the density (higher age), the higher the
friction. However, Nakajima and Narasaka found that the
density of lines corresponded to the skin elastic modulus.Therefore, the observed correlation between skin roughness
and skin friction could have been caused by interaction
between roughness and elasticity, or age effects [84].
The roles of sebum lipids and their effects on the skin
tribology are not clear [90–94]. Pailler-Mattei et al. [94]
reported that the skin surface lipid ﬁlm inﬂuenced skin
adhesion properties due to capillary phenomena. While on
normal skin a signiﬁcant adhesion force could be measured,
the adhesion force diminished after removal of the lipid ﬁlm.
Gupta et al. [92] showed a moderate positive linear relation-
ship (r¼0.64) between sebum level (5–18 μg/cm2) and fore-
arm skin friction measured against steel. Cua et al. [90]
observed weak correlations between the skin surface lipid
content and friction, especially on the forehead (r¼0.33) and
postauricular skin (r¼0.41). The same authors observed no
correlation (rr0.20) between both parameters for nine other
anatomical skin regions and suggested that surface lipids
played a limited role on skin friction [90]. Derler et al.
indicated that in the case of sliding friction, the properties of
the lipid ﬁlm on the skin surface should be taken into account
[84]. However, it is obvious that more detailed investigations
and fundamental studies are required to fully elucidate the
inﬂuence of sebum lipids on skin frictional properties.
4.1.2. Skin hydration
The skin hydration depends on the moisture of the skin
surface. Moisture commonly increases friction of skin surface.
The friction coefﬁcients of skin have been reported to vary
by factors of 1.5–7 between wet and dry conditions
[76,80,81,88,95–104]. Such a large spread probably reﬂects
the diversity of test methods, materials and experimental
parameters used. One of the most important factors is probably
the time delay between a friction measurement and moisturizer
application or water exposure of the skin. Some studies on the
correlation between skin moisture and friction have revealed
linear [105,106], power-law [107], exponential [108] and bell-
shaped relationships [109,110]. The bell-curve behaviour
indicates a transition from boundary to mixed lubrication if
skin is sufﬁciently wet. Tomlinson et al. established that the
initial rise in friction was caused by skin water absorption,
which increased the compliance of the skin thereby increasing
the contact area [110]. In a very humid climate or under wet
conditions, the skin became completely hydrated, and the
friction has been found to be 2–4 times higher than under dry
sliding conditions [99,106,107,110,111].
4.1.3. Physical properties of contacting materials
The inﬂuences of the surface roughness of a contacting
material on skin friction arise from studies on grip properties,
or touch and feel aspects of engineering surfaces [84]. The
general trend emerging from previous studies is that the COF
between a hard surface and naturally dry skin (ﬁngertip or
hand) decreases with an increasing material surface roughness
[107,111,112]. Studies have further shown that the smoother
the probe surface, the higher the friction [107,112]. However,
the friction coefﬁcient increases with increasing surface rough-
ness in the case of very rough surfaces, which can be attributed
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[113,114]. Derler et al. proposed two friction regimes of dry
skin in contact with surfaces with increasing roughness: the
friction coefﬁcient of skin as a function of probe or counter-
surface roughness initially dropped with increasing rough-
ness (an adhesion-dominated regime determined through
a large real contact area), passed through a minimum and
then increased up to a certain plateau value (a deformation
dominated regime characterised by hysteresis, ploughing and
interlocking) [84].
The hydrophilic/hydrophobic interactions between human
skin and contacting materials can affect skin friction properties
[76,85,110,115]. Adams et al. [76] dragged a polypropylene
(hydrophobic) and glass probe (hydrophilic) across forearm
skin, and observed that the glass probe gave lower friction.
This effect was attributed to a more stable lubricating ﬁlm of
water molecules forming on the glass [76]. Tomlinson et al.
[110] drew the same conclusion that lower ﬁnger friction
coefﬁcients were obtained for steel (hydrophilic) than for
polypropylene despite having all similar surface roughness.
Elkhyat et al. [115], however, reported that volar forearm skin
friction increases with hydrophilicity of the tribo-counterface.
Thus, much work remains to be carried out to understand the
above reported discrepancies and inconsistencies.4.1.4. Sliding velocity and rotational speed
Skin frictional properties are related to sliding or rotational
velocity [81,116,117]. Tang et al. [117] reported that the
friction coefﬁcients increased from 0.39 to 0.52 when the
sliding speed of a spherical probe on the forearm was increased
from 0.5 to 4 mm/s, indicating that hysteresis contributed to
the friction. Zhang and Mak [116] observed slightly increasing
friction coefﬁcients as rotation speed increased from 25 rpm
(maximum linear circumferential speedE17 mm/s) to
62.5 rpm (E42 mm/s). Johnson et al. [81] described the
increase of friction coefﬁcients with sliding velocity (0.25–
33 mm/s) using power-law expressions. The exact physical
mechanisms (e.g. suggested velocity dependent interactions of
the contact times of both tribo-partners at micro-scale surface
asperities with internal viscoelastic skin relaxation times)
leading to an increase of skin friction with velocity are
unknown and need to be explored [84].4.1.5. Ethnicity, gender and age
Previous studies found there were no signiﬁcant differences
in skin friction with respect to ethnicity [95]. With respect to
gender and age, the majority of studies found no signiﬁcant
differences when investigating skin friction on different
anatomical sites [85,90,95,105,118]. However, some other
authors found the friction coefﬁcients of the forearm skin
[99,119] or the canthus were higher for younger women [97].
Zhu et al. [97] investigated the skin friction coefﬁcient
associated with both age and gender for a large Chinese
population. The differences of friction behaviour between
different age and gender groups were related to hormone
levels. The method and conditions may also affect the results.4.1.6. Anatomical region
Previous studies revealed that the skin frictional properties
at different anatomical regions were different [90,97,105,107,
111,116,120,121]. The friction at areas with higher skin
hydration was usually higher. For example, the friction on
the ﬁnger pad, palm of the hand, forehead and vulva was found
to be higher, compared to that on edge of hand, abdomen, legs
and lower back [90,97,105,107,111,116,120,121]. Cua et al.
reported that hairs at the dorsal forearm in men were probably
the reason for the lower COF measured at the same site
compared with the volar forearm [90,105]. The exact reasons
why hairs possess lower skin friction are unclear, which is an
interesting future research topic.4.2. Application of skin tribology in the related ﬁeld
The application ﬁelds of skin tribology are immense,
including cosmetics and skin care products [86,122–124],
dermatological questions concerning skin condition, ageing,
skin injuries, wound healing and prosthetics [78,79,89,97,
125–130], medical and sports [84,131], textiles [132,133],
appropriate surfaces for consumer products [112,134], tactile
perception, touch properties and ergonomics [135–137].4.2.1. Skin moisturisers and cosmetics evaluation
Moisturisers and cosmetics are externally applied com-
pounds comprising multiple components, including occlusive
ingredients and humectants. Occlusive moisturising ingredients
are oily substances (water-in-oil emulsions) that impair eva-
poration of skin moisture by forming a cutaneous greasy ﬁlm
that impedes water loss. Humectants ingredients can provide
sufﬁcient moisture to the skin. Both ingredients create a moist,
soft, and smooth perception by altering the skin surface
roughness and water content. The friction and adhesion of
skin surface can be changed after coating moisturisers or
cosmetics. Skin friction and adhesion measurements represent
the most straightforward way to assess the moisturising effect
of moisturisers or cosmetics [80]. For example, Naylor [138]
showed that moistened skin has elevated friction, and El-Shimi
[101] demonstrated that drier skin had lower friction. Sivamani
[120] investigated the relationship between skin friction
property and water content and pointed out that moisturising
products would increase the moisture content of the skin and
adhesion, thus increasing the friction coefﬁcient. Ramalho
[139] studied the effect of moisturisers as a function of time
after application; the increasing tendency of the friction
coefﬁcient with time was observed. Gitis and Sivamani [87]
measured the frictional and electrical data of 3 kinds of
moisturisers and conﬁrmed that all 3 moisturisers had the
same qualitative effect on increasing friction and decreasing
electrical impedance, but quantitatively differed substantially.
Common low-performance cream lasted for less than an hour,
advanced cream lasted for several hours, and the effect of high-
performance cream was still measurable a day later. These tests
provide a scientiﬁc justiﬁcation to the pricing of these creams,
which quantify their functional quality.
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Skin friction characteristics have been shown to reﬂect the
physical and chemical properties of the skin surface, which can
determine skin changes in physiological and pathological
conditions and help to study the individual skin disease
process [119]. For example, Loden et al. [96] found that the
friction force of dry skin in allergy patients was lower than
that of the normal skin. Friction studies can be conducted
non-invasively and can give an invaluable assessment and
diagnosis for some skin diseases.
4.2.3. Textile material evaluation
Skin contacts with textile surfaces determine the comfort of
clothes. Textiles can be considered as soft materials with rough
surfaces and complex material behaviour. Skin–fabric friction
depends on textile parameters such as ﬁbre materials, yarn
design, surface structure, fabric construction and ﬁnishing.
Some studies reported that the textile microstructure, fabric
construction and ﬁbre hairiness were the important factors that
affect the friction characteristics [84,85,98,116,130]. The
fabrics made of natural (wool, cotton) and synthetic (poly-
amide) yarns caused differences in friction force. Owing to
their hairiness, natural yarns tend to have greater friction than
synthetic ﬁbres. Li et al. [130] indicated that the COF was
higher when the skin slid against wool and nylon socks due to
their coarse knitting weave surfaces and hard protruding textile
ﬁbres, which caused clear microscopic trauma to the skin, and
accompanied by skin irritations and discomfort.
4.2.4. Mechanism of skin trauma caused by friction
In daily life, the friction between skin and working imple-
ments, labour protecting materials, sports appliances, improper
footgear, textile materials, etc., may induce skin traumas such
as the formation of blisters, irritation or sensitisation. Interac-
tion between a stump and prosthetic socket, for example,
usually causes elevated internal friction injury and pain in the
epidermis and muscle tissues of the stump, such as pressure
ulcers, blister, cysts, edema, skin irritation, dermatitis, etc
[140]. In addition, bedsore often occurs on the paralyzed
patient's skin. From a mechanical approach, abrasion will lead
to “sore spots”, a portion of the skin undergoing excessive
stress and strain, and ﬁnally results in blistering [141].
Actually, blisters are caused by frictional forces and localised
pressure that mechanically separate the surface epidermal cells
from the stratum spinosum. Hydrostatic pressure then causes
the area of separation to ﬁll with a ﬂuid similar in composition
to plasma but with a lower protein level [142]. Xing et al.
[143] used a dynamic non-linear ﬁnite-element model with a
blister-characterised structure and contact algorithm for outer
materials and blister roof to investigate the effects on
deformation and stress of an existing blister by changing the
friction coefﬁcient and elastic modulus of the material in
contact with the blister. The model can predict the effects of
friction coefﬁcient and contacting materials stiffness on blister
deformation and hot spot stress [143]. In addition, skin has the
ability of self-adaptation to friction trauma. Li et al. [144]
investigated skin self-adaptation to friction trauma in vivounder the simulated prosthetic socket rubbing condition. The
results suggested that during the reciprocal sliding friction
process, rabbit skin suffered from friction trauma, rehabilita-
tion, and self-adaptation in turn.
4.2.5. Design of the prosthesis interface
Most amputees use prostheses to retain upright mobility
capabilities and restore appearance. Coupling between the
prosthesis and a trans-tibial stump is typically achieved by
a socket, which is a critical component for prosthetic per-
formance and the sole means of load transfer between
the prosthesis and the stump in current prosthetic practice
[116,145]. Unfortunately, the skin and underlying soft tissues
of the stump are not well-suited for load bearing. The
interaction between the stump and the prosthetic socket usually
causes elevated internal friction injury and pain in the
epidermis and muscle tissues of the stump. In addition, the
frequent friction between residual limb and prosthetic material
can cause the prosthetic material to wear, ageing and failure.
Thus, the tribological factors are very important in the limb
skin–prosthetic socket interface design and ﬁtting. Zhang et al.
studied the pressure, shear stress and frictional action at the
residual limb–prosthetic socket interface [116,145]. Li et al.
researched the frictional behaviour and comfort sensations
of the limb scar skin and prosthetic wearing skin against
prosthetic socket material [126,127], and investigated different
prosthetic socks on the effect of tribological behaviours,
mechanical irritations and microscopic trauma of residual limb
skin [144]. The study of the effective transfer of tangential and
normal load at the residual limb–prosthetic socket interface is
the key factor in future prosthesis design.
4.2.6. Tactile perception and gripping objects
As the principal barrier protecting us against environmental
aggression, skin is particularly receptive to a wide range of
physiological stimulus such as pain, temperature, pressure,
vibration, and so on, which are called tactile properties. In fact,
the initiation of tactile sensation is a tribological phenomenon,
which indicates that the friction signals obtained through the
action should represent the sources of the tactile sensation.
There exists a positive correlation between friction and tactile
sensations. Li et al. assessed quantitatively the tactile sensa-
tions during friction testing by using the friction signals and
physiological signals of conductance, temperature, and elec-
troencephalography (EEG) [146]. Gripping objects is a daily
behaviour, which is implemented by the friction of the ﬁngers
with the object. The exploration of tactile perception and the
mechanisms of gripping are important in robotics, aiming at a
realistic simulation of sensory tasks and object manipulation
by means of artiﬁcial systems.
4.3. Future research questions
Future studies on the friction behaviour of human skin
should be considered both on the macroscopic and microscopic
scale. On the macroscopic level, the following are some
suggested topics for future research studies:
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ical properties (compressive moduli/strength, shear moduli/
strength, skin creep and relaxation) of different skin layers
and their inﬂuence on skin friction need to be studied.
The mathematical and computational skin models need
to improve to understand skin deformation and skin
tribology. Moreover, skin imaging technology by using
optical coherence tomography to study the real contact
conditions of skin [147] needs to be developed.(2) The mechanisms of skin damage, blister formation, wrink-
ling and skin ageing in relation to skin tribology need to be
made clear for prevention.(3) Tactile perception and haptics during friction contact need
to be studied to inspect skin contact comfort with daily
necessities and develop applications in robotics.The friction behaviour of human skin on the microscopic
scale will be the key to understand the macroscopic friction
behaviour of skin [148]. The following high-priority research
questions need to be addressed:(1) The accurate measurement of the adhesion component of
friction, that is precise measurement of the real area of
contact (microscopic scale) and the shear strength of the
skin, needs to be performed.(2) The predominance and corresponding conditions of the
adhesion and deformation (viscoelastic hysteresis, plough-
ing, interlocking) components of friction need to be
understood and quantiﬁed.(3) The inﬂuences of skin hydration, water and sebum on the
micromechanical properties of skin as well as the asso-
ciated changes in the microscopic contact geometry need to
be studied.(4) The appropriate theoretical contact models for human skin
need to be improved.Wear at 
sites of 
occlusal 
contact 
Wear at 
contact 
free sites
Thergosis 
Direct
tooth
contact
Indirect
Contact
(trapped
particles)
Mastication 
(closed phase) 
Bruxism 
Habits 
(pipe smoking etc) 
Mastication 
(opened phase) 
Slurry 
effects 
(suspended
particles)
Toothbrushing 
Chemical 
effects 
Fig. 3. Relation between movement and wear of teeth [12].5. Oral tribology
Oral tribology concerns all aspects of tribology related to
oral systems. Human oral cavity is composed of palate, chin,
teeth, tongue, mucosa and glands. The temporomandibular
joint (TMJ) connects palate to chin. Friction and wear in the
mouth is normally related to the processing of various foods,
oral hygiene and orthodontics [12,149–152], and thus is
unavoidable. Generally, oral tribology involves the studies
on teeth, saliva, TMJ, and soft tissues of oral cavity. Four
kinds of test methods have been used to simulate the
tribological behaviour of oral system: clinical investigation
in vivo, in vitro testing, in situ testing, and ﬁnite element
analysis [153]. In this section, the main progress in wear of
human teeth and restorative materials is reviewed. Tribological
properties of saliva are also presented. The tribological
behaviour of the TMJ can be referred in Section 3: Joint
tribology.5.1. Wear of human teeth
5.1.1. Composition and structure of human tooth
Human teeth are composed of enamel, dentine–enamel
junction, dentine and pulp [154,155]. Enamel composed of
92–96% inorganic substances, 1–2% organic materials, and
3–4% water by weight [156], is the hardest tissue in human
body, with a hardness of about 360 HV50g in human body
[157]. The basic structural unit of enamel is enamel rod or
prism, which mainly consists of tightly-packed, ﬁbre-like
hydroxyapatite, and appears approximately perpendicular from
dentin–enamel junction towards tooth surface [156,158].
Dentine (about 60 HV50g) is a hydrated biological composite
composed of 70% inorganic material, 18% organic matrix and
12% water by weight [157,159], which is considered to be
elastic and soft. Between the enamel and dentine is dentine–
enamel junction, a biological interface. Generally the enamel is
exposed at the occlusal surface to the oral chemical
environment.
5.1.2. Tooth wear and main factors
Wear of teeth, either natural or artiﬁcial, mainly results from
mastication. Mastication is the action of chewing food, which
involves open phase and closed phase [12]. No occlusal forces
are involved in open phase, and then no or very minor tooth
wear occurs, while during closed phase occlusal load is applied
to the foods and the hard particles in foods are dragged across
opposing surfaces, causing occlusal surface wear. Thegosis
and bruxism also can cause tooth wear [12]. Thegosis is the
action of sliding teeth into lateral positions, which is con-
sidered a genetically determined habit to sharpen teeth [160].
Bruxism, a response to stress and treated clinically as patho-
logic behaviour, is the action of grinding teeth without the
presence of food [12]. During thegosis and bruxism, occlusal
forces are applied, and then tooth friction and wear occur
in direct tooth–tooth contact. Furthermore, nowadays, chemi-
cal effects play an increasingly important role in tooth wear,
mainly as a result of large consumption of acid drinks
[161–163]. Additionally, tooth wear can also result from tooth
cleaning such as tooth-brushing, and habits such as pipe-
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ment and tooth wear is shown in Fig. 3.
Moderate tooth wear is of signiﬁcant clinical consequences,
both aesthetically and functionally [12,164]. However, exces-
sive wear of teeth can result in unacceptable damage to the
occluding surfaces, alteration of the functional path of masti-
catory movement, dentine hypersensitivity, pulpal pathology,
and so on [153,164].
Zheng and Zhou studied the sliding ﬁction and wear
behaviours of enamel and dentine against titanium balls with
the lubricant of artiﬁcial saliva [157]. Results showed that the
enamel zone exhibited a lower friction coefﬁcient and better
wear resistance in comparison with the dentin zone of the same
tooth. The wear of enamel resulted mainly from microfracture
process and was characterised by delamination, whilst dentine
wear was a result of a ductile chip formation and strong
ploughs appeared on the worn surface. Additionally, the
tribological behaviours of natural teeth were found to relate
strongly to microstructure orientation. Mass pointed out that
the variation in crystallite orientation of prismatic enamels may
contribute to optimal dental function through the property of
differential wear in functionally distinct regions of teeth [165].
Sound enamel was observed clinically to lose only 10–
40 μm per year on average [166]. Enamel wear was reported to
be mainly controlled by the mechanical removal of materials
without obvious changes in the composition and crystal
structure [167]. Arsecularatne and Hoffman pointed out that
fracture under elastic contact should be responsible for enamel
wear [168], and crack formation occurred in the wear scar
subsurface [169]. Thus, they concluded that the wear beha-
viour of enamel was ceramic-like to some degree. In addition,
the tribological properties of human teeth were found to
depend strongly upon its age [170]. Compared with primary
teeth, the permanent teeth at young and middle ages exhibited
better wear-resistance. But when permanent teeth were con-
sidered at old age stage, the wear-resistance was reduced.
Recently, more and more research has been carried out on
the tribological properties of human tooth enamel at a
microscale or nanoscale to explore the effect of the micro-
structure and chemical composition of enamel. Enamel exhib-
ited inhomogeneous nanomechanical properties and aniso-
tropic microtribological behaviour [171], and moreover,
the mechanical and tribological properties of enamel rodsFig. 4. SEM micrographs of the nanoscratches on the surface of human tooth enam
scratch, and (d) the unworn surface of enamel [175].depended strongly upon the orientation of the hydroxyapatite
crystals within each rod [172]. It was found that the wear
behaviour of enamel at a nano-level was similar to that of
highly brittle glass under a low load of 50 mN and that of
mono-crystal metal under a high load of 100 mN [173]. Zheng
et al. [174] found that although it contained 92–96 wt%
inorganic substances (mostly hydroxyapatite), the enamel
exhibited obviously different microtribological behaviour from
that of artiﬁcial hydroxyapatite. Compared with artiﬁcial
hydroxyapatite, more signiﬁcant plastic deformation occurred
in the enamel under low loads, but no brittle delamination
mechanism occurred even under high loads, as shown
in Fig. 4. Their recent results suggested that the water content
within enamel has a signiﬁcant inﬂuence on its nanomechani-
cal and microtribological properties [175]. Water content could
reduce the value and ﬂuctuation of the friction force on enamel
surface and protect the surface from wear damage.
Both occlusal conditions (such as occlusal surface roughness
and load) and the properties of food particles (such as texture
and size) could inﬂuence the wear rate of teeth [154,163]. The
wear volume of enamel resulting from food particles was
found to increase progressively with normal load [176].
Moreover, with load increasing, wear rates of enamel and
dentine showed different increase tendency due to different
microstructures and mechanical properties [177,178]. The
prime determinant of tooth wear rate at a population level
has been considered as the abrasive properties of foods [179].
Coarse and abrasive diets generally caused high tooth wear
rates of ancient human being, while low tooth wear rates in
contemporary populations should mainly result from the
reliance on factory-processed foods. In addition, larger parti-
cles produced fewer, larger wear features on tooth surfaces
than small ones, and total wear increased with particle size
[180].
With a worldwide increase in the consumption of soft
drinks, fruit juices, and sports drinks, the exposure of teeth
to an acidic environment is becoming commonplace. Surface
loss of dental hard tissues due to a chemical process without
the involvement of microorganisms is deﬁned as “erosion” in
dental literature. This process may be caused by either
extrinsic (such as acidic substances, beverages, snacks, and
environmental exposure to acidic agents) or intrinsic agents
(such as recurrent vomiting as part of anorexia or bulimia andel at 100 mN [174], (a) the scratch, (b) wear particles, (c) the central area of
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was found to be associated with erosion time and location
[181], and the outer enamel exhibited better erosion-resistance
[182]. Acid-eroded enamel is more susceptible to abrasion and
attrition than pristine enamel because increased acidity in the
mouth could decrease both the hardness and elastic modulus of
enamel [162,183]. Generally, tooth wear caused by erosion is
the combined effect of demineralisation of tooth surface by an
erosive agent and abrasion of the demineralised surface by
surrounding oral soft tissues, food mastication and tooth-
brushing [184]. Patients with clinically evident palatal erosion
showed a 10-fold greater wear rate than those without any
evidence of abnormal wear [185]. Tooth wear rate was
reported to increase with the reducing pH values [186].
Moreover, there should exist a competitive mechanism
between the mechanical action and the chemical action when
enamel wear occurred in a citric acid solution [187]. The effect
of erosion on enamel wear was more obvious under a low load
than under a high load, as shown in Fig. 5.
The erosive damage of teeth can be repaired by reminer-
alisation to some degree [152]. Saliva is a source of inorganic
ions necessary for the remineralisation because it supplies
calcium and phosphate ions to build blocks [186]. Thus,
human teeth have a certain self-repair capacity through
the remineralisation in both natural and artiﬁcial saliva
environments [186,188,189]. It was suggested that the intake
of calcium, phosphate and ﬂuoride could depress dental
demineralisation and enhance remineralisation [162]. Recently,
more and more results indicated that casein phosphopeptide-
stabilised amorphous calcium phosphate has the potential to
promote tooth remineralisation [190].
Pathologic factors such as bruxism, xerostomia, and high
levels of tetracycline, can result in excessive tooth wear [153].
Patients with bruxing habits apply occlusal loads of approxi-
mately 1000 N and have a total tooth contact time of 30 min to
3 h in a 24 h period [191], obviously higher than those of
normal people. Thus, the vertical loss of dental hard tissues in
bruxists was reported to be 3–4 times higher than normal
people [192]. Xerostomia is a condition characterised by a
reduction in or loss of salivary ﬂow, often with a concurrent
change in the composition of saliva [193]. Thus, people with
xerostomia generally suffer excessive tooth wear. The use of0
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Fig. 5. Wear volume of human tooth enamel under different wear conditions
[187].artiﬁcial saliva or saliva substitute is the most common option
for xerostomia treatment.
During mastication or bruxism, occlusal loading can cause
tooth ﬂexure [191], and result in shear stress in a tooth's
cervical region where the enamel is less resilient. Once the
shear stresses exceed the failure stress of enamel, cracking and
subsequent enamel loss could occur in the cervical region
(around the cemento-enamel junction), which is clinically
called non-carious cervical lesions by abfraction. With increas-
ing age of patient, the number, size, and depth of cervical
lesions increased [191]. People with parafunctional habits,
especially bruxists [191], were found to be inﬁnitely more
vulnerable to cervical lesions by abfraction than normal
people.
Tooth-brushing alone has no effect on enamel and very little
on dentine [194], but the dentine may be susceptible to
abrasion caused by toothpaste abrasives, and dentine loss
was correlated with toothpaste abrasivity [195]. It should be
noted that the wear of enamel and dentine could signiﬁcantly
increase if tooth brushing follows an erosive challenge [194],
which may result in non-carious cervical lesions [196].
5.2. Wear of artiﬁcial dental materials
5.2.1. Metals and alloys
Considering that the colour is very different from that of
dental tissue, metals and alloys are mainly applied to ortho-
dontic appliances and dental implants nowadays. Corrosion
has been predominantly considered in the selection of metallic
restorative materials due to their biocompatibility and cyto-
toxicity [197,198]. In general, the initiation and propagation of
corrosion is closely associated with the nature of metal alloys,
but the purity, casting and melting techniques also affect the
corrosion behaviour of metal alloys. Due to excellent biocom-
patibility, corrosion resistance and light weight, commercially
pure titanium (CP-Ti) and its alloys have been increasingly
applied to dental restorations, especially implants; however,
CP-Ti is inferior to conventional dental alloys in tribological
characteristics [199,200]. The wear resistance of CP-Ti can be
improved by alloying [201–203].
Most clinicians point out that friction in ﬁxed orthodontic
appliance systems is harmful [204–206]. Increased friction
between mucosa tissue and the surface of metallic brackets can
cause pain and discomfort of oral mucosa. The friction
behaviour of orthodontic metallic bracket-wire combinations
is associated with such factors as archwire and bracket
materials, their size and shape, width and slot dimensions,
surface composition, roughness and cleanliness, bracket-to-
wire positioning in a 3-dimensional space, the ligature force
and the type of ligation, interbracket distances, and lubrication.
Fretting wear may result in the failure of dental implants
[207]. Yu et al. investigated the tangential fretting behaviour of
titanium alloy (TC4) against human cortical thighbone to
understand the fretting behaviour of the ﬁxation interface of
dental implants [208]. Results showed that under the applied
normal load, with the displacement increasing, the contact
condition of the bone–TC4 interface transformed from elastic
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deformation, to relative slip. During this process, both the wear
extent and micro-cracks increased on the worn surface of bone.
Moreover, the contact stiffness decreased as the bone tissue
was gradually destroyed. Some bone tissue debris, which
contained phosphorus and calcium, were detached from the
cracks on the bone surface and adhered to the worn surface of
TC4 [209]. The results indicated that during the long service
process of dental implants, due to the repeated action of
occlusal load, the initial contact condition of the bone–implant
interface could vary with the accumulation of surface damage.
Thus, loosening occurred to dental implants. This explains
why the failure rate of the ﬁxation interface of dental implants
increases over time after osseointegration.5.2.2. Ceramics
In marked contrast to metallic restorative materials, the
advantages of ceramics in dentistry are their natural appearance
and durable chemical and optical properties. In general,
ceramics show relatively high resistance against wear, but
their brittle fracture nature could cause disastrous results
clinically [210]. In order to minimise the damage by brittle
fracture, many efforts have been made to develop high-
toughness dental ceramics in the past decades [153,210].
It has been reported that yttria-stabilised tetragonal zirconia
polyscrystal (Y-TZP), a high-toughness zirconia ceramic, can
be used as an alternative to porcelains or glass–ceramics in
posterior restorations [211–213].
Most ceramic restorations may be abrasive and then create
opposing occlusal surface wear of natural or artiﬁcial dentition
[153,210]. Hence, the wear of enamel against various ceramics
has been investigated by many researchers. Results show that
ceramic microstructure and surface characteristics (such as
smoothness or glaze), and environment conditions signiﬁcantly
affect the wear of enamel and ceramic [214–216]. Glazing
and/or polishing may reduce enamel wear caused by dental
ceramics to some extent at the early stage of contact [217–
219]; however, the positive effect would be lost quickly when
the material is placed in function in mouth. Low-fusing
feldspathic dental porcelains could cause less wear of opposing
teeth in comparison with commonly used feldspathic porce-
lains [220,221]. Recently, it has been reported that zirconia
ceramics yielded superior wear behaviour and lower antag-
onistic wear compared to conventional ceramics [218,222].
Dental ceramics suffer from chemical attack in the mouth,
and then surface degradation may occur [214]. If a degraded
ceramic surface is further subjected to dysfunctional occlusion
or parafunctional habits such as bruxism, the wear process may
be accelerated. It was reported that the highest degradation of
Y-TZP dental ceramics occurred in an acidic environment
[213].5.2.3. Composites
Due to their excellent aesthetic properties, dental composite
materials gain steadily increasing importance and popularity
for the restoration [223]. The major problem of dental compo-sites is their limited wear-resistance when used as stress-
bearing restorations.
Much work has been done to improve the wear-resistance of
dental composites. It was found that the wear process of
composites was associated with the characteristics, content and
distribution of ﬁller, the nature of matrix, and the interfacial
bond strength between ﬁller and matrix [224]. The size, shape,
hardness and brittleness of ﬁller play an important role in the
wear process of dental composites. Microﬁlled and small
particle hybrid composites had better an abrasion resistance
in comparison with composites containing large ﬁller particles
(41 μm) [224–226]. Spherical and irregular ﬁller particles
could yield superior wear behaviour of dental composites and
lower antagonistic wear compared to sharp and pointed
particles [227]. Hard and tough ﬁller particles have high
load-carrying ability and then enhance the material's overall
resistance to abrasion [224], but the hardness of ﬁller particles
must not be higher than that of the hydroxyapatite crystals of
human enamel. Filler content and distribution also have a
signiﬁcant inﬂuence on the wear resistance of dental compo-
sites [224]. Wear can be reduced by the increase of ﬁller
volume [224,228]. Given that ﬁller particles situated very
closely can protect the resin matrix from abrasives, the use of
ﬁner particles for a ﬁxed-volume-fraction of ﬁller can reduce
wear [224]. Generally, with the degree of cure, strength and
toughness of resin matrix increasing, the abrasive capacity of
composites increases signiﬁcantly [229,230]. Additionally,
good ﬁller/matrix adhesion can enhance stress-transfer ability,
protect the matrix and interfere with crack propagation, and
thus reduce wear [224,231]. Silane coupling agents could
enhance the interface adhesion.
Oral factors, especially oral chemical environment, have
signiﬁcant effects on the wear process and in vivo degradation
of composite restorations. When being exposed to certain
chemicals/food simulating liquids, the resin matrix can be
softened and ﬁllers can be leached out [224,232]. Hence, the
wear resistance would decrease considerably. High degree of
cure of matrix could prevent composite restorations from
degradation in long-term exposure to oral environment.
5.3. Tribological properties of saliva
Saliva is the most important component of the chemistry of
human mouth. It consists of approximately 98% water and a
variety of electrolytes and proteins [233]. Salivary proteins can
be selectively adsorbed onto all solid substrata as well as
mucosa membranes exposed to oral environment, and then
formed acquired salivary pellicle within seconds [186].
An important function of saliva is to form a boundary
lubrication system and serve as the lubricant between hard
(tooth) and soft (mucosal) tissues to help decrease the wear
of teeth, and reduce the friction of oral mucosa and tongue
surfaces to prevent those lesions, and make swallowing easier
[234]. In 2009, Sajewicz reported that saliva viscosity had no
signiﬁcant inﬂuence on its friction coefﬁcient [235], and the
lubricating mechanism of saliva should be based on a full
separation of the sliding surfaces by a salivary ﬁlm. It has been
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Fig. 6. Wear volume of scratches on the enamel surfaces after different saliva-
adsorption times [237].
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adsorption of salivary proteins, and then it has a heterogeneous
structure consisting of a thin and dense inner layer and a thick,
highly hydrated, and viscoelastic outer layer [236]. The inner
layer of salivary ﬁlm could effectively decrease the friction and
wear of teeth, and then play an important role in the lubricating
properties of saliva [237], as shown in Fig. 6. The lubricating
properties of saliva are presumably related to the strongly
adhesion strength of the inner salivary ﬁlm on tooth surface.
Oral physiological conditions could affect the structure of the
salivary ﬁlm, but mainly the outer salivary ﬁlm is inﬂuenced
[238]. Even in the harsh oral cavity environment, the inner
salivary ﬁlm was observed to be still intact. It seems that the
outer salivary ﬁlm is a natural barrier between inner salivary
ﬁlm and oral cavity environments.
The lubricating performance and composition of salivary
ﬁlm were reported to be closely associated with properties of
the substrate surface, such as surface roughness, surface free
energy, and surface chemical composition or charge [239].
Harvey et al. observed that friction coefﬁcient on the hydro-
phobic substratum was almost an order of magnitude higher
than that on the hydrophilic substratum [240]. Hence, hydro-
phobic materials in the oral cavity might be more easily
cleaned from adsorbed salivary ﬁlms [241]. It was inferred that
the adhesion strength of salivary ﬁlm was much lower with
hydrophobic substratum than with hydrophilic substratum.
The role of salivary pellicle is also thought to protect the
underlying tooth surface from acid attack because it is a buffer
to acids introduced into the mouth [186]. It was reported
that even a minute ﬁlm of salivary pellicle (thickness of
100–500 nm) can protect the exposed material surface from
the acid, thereby preventing its removal during the next
friction phase.
5.4. Future developments
As mentioned above, dental friction and wear are inevitable
lifetime processes due to normal oral function. However,
human teeth, the most anti-wear organ in the body, can
satisfyingly serve for tens years or even almost a centenarydepending on conditions. There is no doubt that human teeth
are a superior natural wearable system. In fact, many tribolo-
gical systems in engineering such as gear drive, rail/wheel
system are more or less similar to the friction pair of human
teeth. With the developments of materials science and surface
engineering technology, the wear-resistance of engineering
systems has been advanced to a considerable extent. However,
the breakdown of wearable systems and its serious con-
sequence are often reported in engineering. Hence, more
emphasis should be laid on understanding why human teeth
possess such excellent anti-wear properties, which can help
design future engineering anti-wear systems with satisfactorily
higher service lifetime against friction and wear. Future
research should pay attention to the following aspects:1) The inﬂuence of mechanical loading to the microstructure
and tribological properties of human teeth.2) Correlation between microstructure and tribological proper-
ties of human teeth.3) Damage mechanism of human teeth under complex
loading modes.4) Palliative and self-repair study of tooth wear.
5) Application into both dental restorative material and anti-
wear systems in practice.
6) The similarities and differences in the tribological beha-
viour between human teeth and different mammal teeth.6. Tribology of other biological systems
From Table 1, about 70% presentations focused on joint,
skin and oral systems. In other words, the rest investigations
seem to be associated with other biological systems covering
immense ﬁelds. Here, some representative cases with certain
research activities are reviewed in brief.6.1. Cardiovascular system
Tribological problems in the cardiovascular system mainly
involve artiﬁcial heart valves, intravascular stents as well
as capillary blood ﬂow. Not surprisingly, as a mechanical
component, impact and fatigue wear that occur at various
contact interfaces in artiﬁcial heart valves have been widely
investigated. Safety and lifetime of service have been empha-
sised both from mechanical aspect due to wear damage and
from pathological aspect due to penetration of wear particles
into blood vessels [242]. It is well known that thrombus often
occurs at the surface of blood-contacting medical devices in
the patients who take anti-coagulation medication [243,244].
Hence, a type of non-adhesive surface with human blood is a
real necessity for the biomedical community. In fact, various
coatings or materials such as TiOx ﬁlm surface are attempted
to be developed in terms of wear resistance and blood
compatibility [244]. However, friction, wear and adhesion
are still responsible for their lifetime limitation of clinical use.
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undergo large deformation while passing through capillaries
with diameters in the ranges from 4 to 8 μm. Understanding of
tribological behaviour (particularly ﬂow properties) of capil-
lary blood ﬂow is important for both protecting red blood cells
from damage during microcirculation and providing clinical
guidance. A number of investigations have been carried out,
including experimental simulation in vitro, and corresponding
theoretical analysis on the behaviour of blood ﬂood in micro-
vessels and red blood cell motion in capillary tubes [245].
6.2. Hair
Everybody hopes to have smooth and soft hair, similar to
skin. Grooming and maintenance for beautiful hair is a daily
process for most people, while friction and adhesion are the
most relevant parameter to hair care. Coefﬁcient of friction is
useful as it serves as a quantitative marker for human
perception of feel, and current investigations focus on correla-
tions between friction properties in macro- and micro-scale and
hair structure under various experimental conditions. Bhushan
et al. have studied the scale effects and directionality of
tribological behaviour of hair, and indicated that macro-scale
friction force data clearly showed directionality effects; coefﬁ-
cient of friction values being the highest on the macro-scale,
followed by micro-scale and then nano-scale value [246].
Using atomic force microscopy, Smith et al. [247] have
measured the value of micro-scale friction coefﬁcient, the tip
surface adhesion force and the corresponding adhesion energy
for the substructures of European brown hair cuticles. All these
investigations have been used to provide a formulations guide
of hair-care products and treatments. However, little work has
been reported to how to avoid hair damage and improve its
quality through essential methods such as dietary habit.
6.3. Eye
The eye is a typical example of a lubricated moving system
in the human body. The tear ﬁlm provides protection to the
cornea and maintains optical smoothness for vision [248,249].
Ocular tribology has attracted much attention, particularly
since the introduction of contact lenses. There are two major
tribological interactions in the eye. One interface occurs
between eyelid and corneal in the natural eye, while for the
case of a contact lens, two interfaces are formed between
contact lens, eyelid and cornea [250]. Major tribological issues
have focused on properties of the tear ﬁlm and its lubrication
mechanism, adhesion and friction of various contact lenses,
adhesive comfort in order to develop satisﬁed contact lens.
For example, Dunn et al. [248] analysed lubrication regimes in
contact lens wearers during a blink and proposed a numerical
ﬂuid model of the resulting pressure and sliding speeds at
both pairs of sliding. Zhou et al. studied the frictional proper-
ties of soft contact lenses and indicated the frictional force
is proportional to normal load, the coefﬁcient of friction
increased with the velocity in a saline solution [251]. However,
further investigations on correlation between the adhesive andfrictional properties and the biological response of contact lens,
such as weeping, bacterial infection, need to be performed.
6.4. Animal feet
Some animals, such as geckos, tree frogs and insects, can
walk on smooth vertical surfaces and even, in some cases, on
inverted ones. Considerable work has been performed in order
to understand adhesion mechanism of attachment and detach-
ment control from both macro- and nano-scale [252]. Alexande
[253] argued that the mechanism of attachment is due to
capillary force in many cases, while Autumn et al. [254]
believed that Van der Waals forces could be responsible for
gecko adhesion, as the tiny spatula could make very close
contact with the substrate. The friction and adhesion forces of
a gecko highly depend on the microscopic contact between the
spatula and substrates. In the detachment of gecko toe, the high
adhesion friction is rapidly reduced to a very low value by
rolling the toes upward and backward, which, mediated by the
lever function of the setae shaft, peels the spatulae off at large
angles from the substrates. Both the adhesion and friction
forces can be changed over orders of magnitude, allowing the
swift detachment [255,256]. Nevertheless, many challenging
issues such as correlations between frictional properties and
ﬁne biological structures, bionic design theory and manufac-
turing technology on their complex frictional attachment/
detachment system remain to be done. It is noted that, different
from gecko adhesion mechanism, the superhydrophobicity of a
water strider's legs with a very rare strait makes their legs water
repellent is its survival mechanism, allowing it to ﬂoat, run on
water [257].
6.5. Animal surfaces
Three types of animal–substrate interactions have been
identiﬁed and studied: ﬁshes in water, birds in air and fossorial
animals in soil [258–262]. Fishes have features of drag-
reduction, superoleophilicity and superoleophobicity owing
to their water-phase micro/nano hierarchical structures
[258,259]. Fish scales are covered by oriented micropapillae
with nanostructures, and the skin of the shark, one of the fast
swimming animals in the ocean, is also covered by placoid
scales. These scales composed of a rectangular base embedded
in the skin with tiny spines have longitudinal grooves. Such
structure will reduce vortices parallel to the local ﬂow direc-
tion of the water and endows low friction of ﬁshes during
swimming [259]. Similarly, drag reduction investigations have
been reported on birds and butterﬂy [258,261,262]. The bird is
an example where there are mainly two types of feathers.
Primary feathers are the largest and farthest away from the
body to propel bird ﬂying through the air and the secondary
run along the arm of wing to lift bird in the air. An herringbone
riblet surface constituted by feathershaft, barbs as well as
barbules is responsible for drag reduction [261]. Compared to
that of ﬁshes and birds, soil-contacting animals have better
anti-wear resistance, lower adhesive properties and self-
cleaning effect. For example, the pangolin, a soil-burrowing
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and rock. However, Tong et al. demonstrated that natural
corrugated surface of pangolin scales and the orientation of
corrugation offer better wear behaviour and particle self-
ejection effect through two body abrasive wear tests [263].
For shells, Bai et al. proposed that the surface microstructure
clearly affected the attachment of fouling organisms by fouling
tests and different antifouling ability from the best to the worst
was given corresponding to different surfaces of shells [264].
In fact, a great deal of work has been devoted to fabricating
different surface structures for unique surface function through
the biomimetic or bio-inspired approach. However, there
are very few reports about the artiﬁcial surfaces, which could
match natural bio-surfaces after evolving over millions
of years.
6.6. Plants
Compared to human or animal tribology, progress in plant
tribology seems to be slow, probably due to less attention or
lack of knowledge on the relevant properties of plants.
However, as one of more than 200 water-repellent plant
species [265], the lotus leaf, owing to its superhydrophobicity,
also known as the lotus effect, has been mainly investigated
[266–269]. It is demonstrated that the epidermal cells of
the lotus leaves form papillae, which are superimposed by a
very dense layer of epicuticular waxes. Epicuticular waxes
have hydrophobic properties, which together with micro- and
nanostructure roughness, result in reduced contact area
between water droplets and the leaf's surface [268]. To date,
more studies appear to be directed toward the development for
bionic design and fabrication of superhydrophobic surfaces
for civil and military applications [268,269]. In addition, there
are a few investigations on algae tribology, particularly on
diatom tribology with single-celled microalgae [270]. Diatoms
seem to show highly efﬁcient self lubrication while cells
divide and grow, and might be pursuing an effective lubrica-
tion strategy [271]. It is noted that some possible plants with
unique tribological behaviours such as superlubricity are still
unknown to engineers from their surfaces, and body ﬂuid.
7. Remarks and outlook
There is a growing trend for more and more tribological
studies concerning more and more biological systems. The
main aims of these biotribological investigations may be
summarised in the following three realms.
7.1. Safety and long lifetime
The most important aim to study biotribology is to assure
the safe service of long lifetime medical devices, particularly
for long-term implanted devices. In fact, many medical devices
fail due to tribological problems. Examples include pathologi-
cal reactions such as tissue inﬂammations due to wear particles
for artiﬁcial joints, narrowing or blockage of artiﬁcial vascular
due to surface coagulation, loosening of the ﬁxation interfacefor implant devices such as joint and teeth due to fretting,
damage of artiﬁcial heart valve due to impact wear or fatigue
wear, a reduction in cutting efﬁciency of scalpel with energy
due to tissue burning eschar tissue, and damage due to tractive
effect of surgical forceps. Currently, a great deal of investi-
gations has focused on both various damage mechanisms
and palliative measures for improving lifetime of service.
Perfection of medical devices with best tribological proper-
ties that can replace the natural organ represents hard and
challenging tasks.
7.2. Engineering bionics
Nature seems to be the best school for scientists and
engineers. Learning from nature has long been a source of
bio-inspiration for human beings. Indeed, many biological
systems have unique properties in mechanical, dynamical,
control aspects etc. However, they are mainly concerned
with excellent tribological properties of biological surfaces
or bodies such as anti-wear, anti-adhesion, superlubricity,
superhydrophobicity, self-cleaning behaviour. Hence, a large
number of investigations have focused on the formation
mechanism of speciﬁc function, and the bionic design and
fabrication from material, multiscale structures, surface topo-
graphy etc. Nevertheless, it is noted that a speciﬁc function of
a natural system has developed through integration of multi-
factors rather than a single factor, and integrated measures
should be considered. For instance, human teeth with excellent
tribological behaviour not only depends upon their higher
hardness, but also upon saliva lubrication, ingenious physio-
logical structure, material microstructure, as well as bioactive
self-protection and capacity [10].
7.3. Comfort and beauty
All people, in health or sick, wish to have the best possible
quality life every day. Beautiful appearance and comfortable
life are two of important aspects for which biotribological
studies can play an important role in improving the look and
feel of related surfaces or interfaces about human bodies and
medical devices. For example, more and more investigations of
hair and skin care, dental care and rehabilitation, interface
design between artiﬁcial and residual limb, frictional percep-
tion between various medical catheters and human cavities,
sensation of contact lenses have been widely performed around
a goal of comfort and beauty with the improvement of living
standard.
8. Summary
Biotribology has been one of the most exciting and rapidly
growing areas of strong current interests. Driven by the
improvement of life quality and inspired by natural tribological
system, more and more investigations have been performed on
fundamental theories, bionic design and fabrication, damage
palliative related to tribology. Much progress has been
achieved but more problems remain to be unravelled. We
Z.R. Zhou, Z.M. Jin / Biosurface and Biotribology 1 (2015) 3–24 19recommend for a close cooperation among scientists, engineers
and clinicians, to address mechanical surfaces and interfaces,
biology, materials, physics, chemistry, engineering etc.
Biotribology research focuses on the understanding of how
natural biological systems work and how diseases are developed,
as well as how medical treatments and devices are optimised,
often from an engineering point of view. It is important to address
the unique natures of different biological systems to make a full
and real impact to improve quality of life. Biotribology research
spans a wide spectrum of biological systems and important
ﬁndings cross different systems may often be equally applicable.
Unique tribological mechanisms identiﬁed for biological systems
should provide important insights for developing tribology in
general. Equally, advances in methods and techniques in tribology
are important for advancing biotribology research.
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